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Neglecting the Present is Sabotaging the Future 
There is much hue and cry and genuine dismay over the fact that so many of Maine's 
high school seniors do not pursue higher education. Why is it, ask puzzled educators and 
policymakers, that Maine has achieved a 93 percent high school graduation rate, yet only 
50 percent of those young people choose to further their education and, thus, their 
opportunities? 
The riddle has a simple answer, and contrary to popular opinion, it's neither cost nor 
access. 
Yes, college is expensive, but if money is the big hurdle, why don't students of sufficient 
financial backing continue their education? And why do over half of those who do enter 
college leave before graduating? Surely, we aren't naive enough to think that it's only the 
children of poor families who don't attend or succeed in college. 
Similarly, it's illogical to hold accessibility liable when Maine has statewide public 
university and technical college systems, plus a variety of private institutions of higher 
learning and training, not to mention the thousands of other colleges throughout the 
United States. Surely, it wouldn't be difficult to find a college or university to suit 
virtually every student's interest and financial needs. 
The answer that makes sense is what students tell us about themselves, their aspirations, 
their schools and their futures. Over the past two years, the National Center for Student 
Aspirations has surveyed more than 4,000 Maine high school students about what's 
important, what's needed, and what's missing in their education and in their lives. 
First of all, Maine students believe in themselves and that they can be successful. Ninety-
five percent say they are looking forward to a successful career; 91 percent believe they 
can continue to improve; and 85 percent report having high expectations. But they aren't 
taking the critical next step to set meaningful goals necessary to work toward meeting 
those expectations. 
They understand and appreciate the importance of school. Ninety percent believe that 
what they learn in school will benefit their future. But they don't see a connection 
between what they do in school today and what they might do in the future. They are 
confident about their ability. But 39 percent leave their classes every day without any 
sense of accomplishment. 
They want to be successful and know that school is the answer, so what's the missing 
link? Again, the students have the answer, and although it's not one we want to hear, it is 
a situation we can change. 
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These students are not motivated or excited, and they don't feel valued in school. Only 52 
percent say they enjoy their courses. A mere 26 percent find any excitement in the 
majority of their classes, and 47 percent are usually bored in school. School is neither 
energizing nor challenging. More than 60 percent of the students say the school structure 
and experience do not allow them to explore new types and ways of learning and make it 
difficult for students to be themselves and express individuality. Sadly, 64 percent feel 
their opinions are not appreciated by their teachers. Is it any surprise, then, that 57 
percent of the students do not perceive their teachers as role models? 
But they are not overly critical of their teachers. Seventy-nine percent believe their 
teachers want them to do well in school - today, in a specific class - but any connection 
seems to end at the classroom door. Thirty-four percent of students don't believe teachers 
care about their problems and feelings. 
So, here we have students who are confident and want to succeed, but they are looking 
inwardly for approval and inspiration because they aren't finding it at school, and 
perhaps not at home, either. Although students want to be successful in the future, they 
are not giving it the attention it deserves. Students have difficulty rationalizing what the 
hour they just spent in math class has to do with their future if no one make the 
connection. Seventy-seven percent give little thought to their future; 85 percent don't 
expect very much of themselves in the future; and 79 percent don't make plans or set 
goals. That's scary, but not surprising. Remember, we're talking about 15-17 year olds. 
Future is a vague and distant concept. And, why shouldn't it be? These students have 
grown up not only with the wonders of a high-tech and rapidly changing world, but also 
with its uncertainties. They know that they will likely change careers dozens of times in 
their lifetime and hold jobs that aren't even imagined yet. They have been forewarned 
that the only way they can prepare for this ambiguous future is to continue learning 
throughout their lives, to excel in :flexibility, and to always be prepared to recognize and 
seize the favorable winds of change. 
How does one prepare for something that insecure? How can teen-agers discern the long-
term value of higher education when the future seems nothing other than one big risk? 
We must remember that four years represent almost a quarter of a 17-year-old's life. It's 
like asking a 40-year old to invest 10 years of his or her life in training for the possibility 
of a better job. When there are no guarantees, how do you get students to realize the 
worth and advantage of higher education as an investment? You change attitudes and 
atmosphere in the schools, and you help students set and achieve relevant goals. Teachers 
and parents must remember that when we talk with students about their future, all we 
tend to rely on is our past experience. Our past is not their future, and they know it. 
Students are searching for help - help in understanding who they are and in 
understanding their future. They care about school and about their future, but they need 
help in learning to set short- and long-term goals. They need to be excited about learning 
and to see its direct application to their present and future pursuits. They need to 
experience success and feel a sense of accomplishment for their work, interest and 
commitment. They need to be appreciated as individuals, excited as learners, directed as 
explorers charting a future. And, they need role models who accept who they are now 
and provide the opportunity for them to become who they want to be, not who someone 
else thinks they should be for the convenience of classroom management. 
The students who aren't going on to higher education can be found within the numbers of 
the Student Aspirations Survey and within the walls of high schools that need to do more 
to help students map a meaningful future, or to encourage their creativity, excite their 
intelligence and appreciate their differences. It's society's loss and society's responsibility 
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to help rectify the problem. So, let's move forward together to help students understand 
the value and purpose of higher education, because to neglect the present is to sabotage 
their future. 
(Dr. Russell J. Quaglia is director of the National Center for Student Aspirations at the 
University of Maine) .. 
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